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Haiti's new prime minister, Smarck Michel, presented a sweeping economic recovery program
on Nov. 6 and announced the appointment of a new 17-member cabinet. The program calls for
broad neoliberal economic measures, including a reduction of tariffs, a contraction of public sector
employment, export promotion, and privatization. The plan is aimed at reinserting the country
as rapidly as possible into the international financial community. "Haiti is now living in a state of
grace," said Michel, in presenting the program to the Haitian Senate on Nov. 6. "The international
community is mobilizing to assist the country, and the sons and daughters of Haiti need to unify and
seize this opportunity before it passes by."
In his address to the Senate, Michel declared that Haiti has chosen to reinsert itself into the
international community "by way of opening up the economy." He cautioned, however, that
liberalization should proceed gradually, given the near- total destruction of the economy during
the three years of military rule and international sanctions, the desperate poverty that the vast
majority of Haitians face, and the risk that a quick liberalization could spur social protest and
threaten political stability. "If we do not lay the groundwork appropriately [for liberalization],
we run the risk of falling into ultra- liberalism, with unforeseeable social consequences," said
Michel, acknowledging that the Haitian masses demand "above all else, justice, political rights...and
economic rights." The new government has "to take into account social and political factors as we
carry through the [economic] measures that will bring us to the verge of modernity," he said.
The economic recovery program includes privatization of state enterprises, a point which US
officials have emphasized as a condition for US and multilateral assistance. In his speech, Michel
declared that the full privatization of all public enterprises is the "final goal" of his program, but that
the process would proceed "in segments." Among those public holdings slated for privatization in
the program are Haiti's state telecommunications company (Telecommuncations d'Haiti S.A.) one of
the most profitable public enterprises in the country and the state electric utility (Electricite d'Haiti,
EDH). Several US firms are reportedly already preparing bids for these enterprises. The recovery
program also contemplates a major tax reform aimed at collecting more taxes from the rich through
improved tax collection procedures, eliminating many exemptions, and cracking down on evasion.
As well, it involves the dismissal of about half of the country's 45,000 public sector employees as
part of an effort to reduce the fiscal deficit and bureaucracy. A 57-year-old businessman, Michel was
appointed by President Jean Bertrand Aristide in late October, and ratified by the parliament on
Nov. 6. His appointment was seen as a move by Aristide to reassure the country's jittery business
sector and the US that the democratically elected government, restored through a U.S. military
intervention, will pursue free market policies and will not promote fundamental structural changes
or populist programs.
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"Businessmen [had] been clamoring for a prime minister able to oversee a new economic plan
acceptable to the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund (IMF), and top business leaders
here," reported the New York Times upon Michel's appointment. In fact, the program presented by
Michel was largely drawn up prior to the September US military intervention by officials from the
US Agency for International Development (USAID) and from the multilateral lending agencies in
conjunction with Aristide officials in exile.
"It reads like an IMF primer," commented the New York Times. "President Aristide's economic
program partly reflects the intensive consultations that the President and his aides had with the
Clinton administration, the IMF, and the World Bank when they lived in exile. Several officials say
President Aristide has come around to the view that the best way to create jobs and end poverty is to
create an environment in which the private sector can flourish." Michel, the son of an army officer,
served as Minister of Commerce and Industry when Aristide first took office in February 1991,
and his daughter, Majorie Michel, was one of Aristide's private secretaries. However, Michel was
replaced in June 1991, following protests by pro-Aristide activists because of his efforts to remove
price controls for most products on the local market.
The 17-member cabinet named by Michel is a politically astute mixture of Aristide allies, who
predominate, and representatives of the business sector. Aristide allies were appointed to most
of the ministries dealing with social, cultural, and political affairs, including the Ministries of
Education, Public Health, Youth and Sports, and Information, and three of four newly created
ministries: the Ministry of Culture, Ministry of Women's Affairs, and Ministry of Haitian Refugees
Abroad. However, representatives of the business elite and even several Aristide opponents
were named to key economic ministries, which will assure significant influence over the levers of
economic policy by the local business community and international financial institutes.
These ministries include:
* The newly-created Ministry of Public Administration, which will be headed by Anthony Barbier,
a businessman and an influential member of the Progressive and Revolutionary National Party
(PANPRA), which opposed Aristide's return.
* The powerful Commerce Ministry, which will be headed by Maurice Lafortune, a major gasoline
importer and distributor and president of the Haitian Chamber of Commerce and Industry.
* The Ministry of Public Works, which will be headed by an Aristide opponent, engineer Marc
Henry Rousseau Francois.
* Finally, individuals tied to the country's business community were named to head the Ministries
of the Treasury, of Foreign Cooperation and Planning, and of Mining and Natural Resources. Michel
also appointed retired Gen. Wilthan Lherisson, who served in the army high command under
several military-led governments following the ouster of the Duvalier dictatorship in 1986, to the
position of Minister of Defense.
The appointment of the new cabinet and the unveiling of Michel's economic program pave the
way for the dispatching of a joint mission to Haiti of representatives from multilateral lending
agencies. On Nov. 1, Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) President Enrique Iglesias had
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announced that such a mission would be sent, under IDB auspices, just as soon as a new cabinet
was installed and the new government in place. Iglesias said that he would visit Haiti on Nov. 19 to
assess the viability of immediately implementing several emergency assistance programs, including
a public works project to create temporary employment, a project to install irrigation systems in
the Artibonite Valley (an important agricultural region), and investments to immediately improve
electric generation and distribution. "Haiti is going to need very, very much international aid," said
Iglesias. He stressed, however, that the international lending community must first assess "what
needs to be done in order to lay the basis for a sustainable economic development strategy that will
be viable over the long term."
Parallel to Michel's program, the Haitian government requested that Washington grant the country
tariff-free access to the US market as part of the country's emergency recovery program. With
Aristide's return, Haiti automatically became eligible again for benefits under the Caribbean Basin
Initiative (CBI), which applies lower-than-official tariffs on CBI members' exports to the US. Haiti's
emergency request, however, involves the complete elimination of US tariffs on all imports from
Haiti. US officials reportedly expressed surprise over the Haitian request, but the US embassy
announced that it would be considered. The embassy warned, however, that any attempt to ease
import duties or quotas could be expected to run up against the resistance of affected US industries.
The Clinton administration has pledged US$200 million in assistance for Haiti over the next year, as
part of an estimated US$500 million in international reconstruction aid that is expected to flow into
the country (see Chronicle, 10/20/94). AID officials calculate that Haiti will require US$1.5 billion
over the next 5 years, of which the US will contribute about US$100 million per year after its initial
pledge is met. Meanwhile, in a sign that Haiti is moving towards normalcy in the aftermath of the
September US invasion and the tumultuous Oct. 15 return of Aristide, in late October gasoline
stations throughout the capital began selling the first legally available gasoline since the United
Nations embargo was lifted. And, in one of the government's first economic measures, President
Aristide reduced the official price of gasoline from US$3.80 to US$3.00 per gallon.
Despite the slow return to normalcy, however, it remains to be seen whether neoliberal adjustment
especially the delicate issues of lifting price controls on food goods and other essential consumer
products, plus the planned public sector layoffs will be able to proceed without spurring social
protest and consequent political instability. Just such a spiral of mild adjustment policies followed
by popular protests in the first half of 1991 laid the groundwork for the political crisis between the
elite and the popular sectors that culminated in Aristide's ouster by the military in September of
that year. Indeed, even the mildest austerity program represents a delicate undertaking, since Haiti
remains the poorest country in the Western Hemisphere. Per capita income has plunged 25% over
the past two years, to about US$260. The country has the hemisphere's highest infant mortality rate,
with more than one in 10 children dying before their first birthday. Three- fourths of all youngsters
suffer from malnutrition, and AID estimates that the country suffers from an annual food shortage
of 740 million pounds, about 110 pounds for every Haitian. The United Nations Children's Fund
(UNICEF) recently reported that only one-third of Haitian children actually finish primary school,
and that 1 million children out of a total population of 7 million are outside of the educational
system. Of those who do attend primary school, according to UNICEF, 70 percent are in private
schools. Adult illiteracy stands at about 55%, and is considered a major obstacle to the country's
development.
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Aristide's government had drawn up a grassroots literacy crusade similar to Nicaragua's 1980
crusade, which won world recognition and a special UNESCO award that was just about to get
underway at the time of the 1991 coup. Still, one potentially bright light in Haiti's uncertain
economic future is the recent discovery of vast, but as yet untapped, mineral reserves in some
regions of the island, including gold, copper and calcium carbonate. The mineral deposits could
provide the base for an economic boom for the country if the Aristide administration is capable of
attracting investors to the mining sector. According to one US citizen who conducted geological
studies in Haiti Jan Kranson, president of the Denver-based Geoexplorers International Inc. all that
is needed to unlock the country's mineral wealth is political stability and foreign investment.
"Haiti is rich in mineral resources and there is no exploration risk," reported Kranson, who spent
much of the 1980s exploring and researching Haiti's potential for mineral development through
studies funded by the UN Development Program (UNDP). "Haiti has good potential, but because of
its bad image and unstable government, there's no exploration."

-- End --
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